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IMPROVING MENTAL HEALTH
Abstract

Nursing students face a unique set of obstacles during their time in school. Beyond the normal
stressors of college life, they are required to spend several hours in the hospital per week, study
for exams, and complete high acuity simulations, and they struggle with coping with these new
demands. Undergraduate nursing students need to be supported in their mental health and coping
strategies to improve their resilience in nursing school and, hence, their ability to function as a
nurse in the future. This study has ascertained what students believe is helpful in supporting their
mental health while in nursing school. Participants included Liberty University School of
Nursing (LUSON) students at all levels, and they completed a survey with questions to
determine methods that have been helpful, as well as those they believe would be helpful in
improving their mental health. Results were gathered, analyzed, and created into a format that is
helpful for administration to understand what their students need.
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Improving Mental Health among Undergraduate Nursing Students:
Increasing Resilience in Nursing School
“Nursing is an art: and if it is to be made an art, it requires an exclusive devotion as hard
a preparation as any painter’s or sculptor’s work,” Florence Nightingale, a pioneer in the field of
nursing, once said (Brusie, 2020, para. 48). Nursing is indeed an art and studying to be a nurse
requires a desire for continuous learning, as well as the tenacity to be unafraid to try new things.
Nursing students, especially in this current society, bear more responsibility than ever before.
With the nursing shortage concurrent with the COVID-19 pandemic raging in the United States,
nursing students encounter situations requiring a higher level of critical thinking and time
management than they have previously seen (Taylor et al., 2020). Because of this increased
acuity level of patients and extra stress in the workplace, intervention needs to be taken for the
mental health of nursing students in order for them to succeed in their school years.
Context
Nursing schools around the country strive to create competent, hard-working healthcare
professionals, and the task of becoming a nurse is not one that should be taken lightly. While the
average college student is challenged to think and perform at a higher level, nursing students also
shoulder the burden of learning to save lives, while concurrently working towards receiving a
college degree. They are tasked with hours of study in order to pass stringent testing
requirements, but they are also required to attend numerous hours of clinical experiences, many
of which are high-stress situations. Nursing students’ mental health often suffers as a result of
these demands, and advocating for their own mental health is an important aspect to creating
nurses who will be successful and resilient in the long term (Chow et al., 2020).
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While in school students adopt habits that they will carry with them throughout their
career. Nursing schools have the responsibility to protect and promote the mental health of these
students, equipping them with crucial skills to promote their own mental health after graduation.
In addition, resilience is essential to not only surviving nursing school but also creating higher
quality care at the institutions where these students will work in the future (Taylor, et al., 2020).
Nursing students, though they are taught to constantly advocate for their patients, need a voice to
advocate for their own mental health in order to build resilience that will carry them through
school and beyond.
Liberty University (LU) offers mental health resources for their students through the LU
Student Counseling Services office: they provide one-on-one counseling, group counseling, and
mental health workshops (Liberty University, 2022). Students can set up an intake appointment
with the counseling office on the website or over the phone, and these appointments are held in
Green Hall for about one hour each. However, both of these aspects create issues for many
nursing students—Green Hall is geographically distant from the majority of the nursing student’s
classes, and the appointments may be too long to fit into their schedule. Nursing students may
not feel that they have the time to take advantage of what is offered because of distance as well
as time commitment. However, the biggest obstacle observed regarding mental health among
nursing students is their unawareness of the resources available to them. Perhaps related to a
negative stigma surrounding mental help, the counseling office does not market much to
students, and many of them are unaware of what they have to offer. This study is important to
not only understand the struggling mental health of many nursing students, but also to ascertain
their awareness of potential sources of support. Simple information is often the most powerful
tool to improving a person’s health, and this truth applies for nursing students as well.
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Important Definitions
A few important definitions need to be laid out before progressing farther into this study.
First, mental health is often considered an ambiguous topic, and many people do not know how
to quantify or even to describe their own mental health. The World Health Organization (WHO)
(2018) defines mental health:
a state of well-being in which an individual realizes his or her own capabilities, can cope
with the normal stresses of life, can work productively, and is able to make a contribution
to his or her community… the promotion, protection, and restoration of mental health can
be regarded as a vital concern of individuals, communities, and societies throughout the
world. (paras. 2-3)
Mental health is considered to be a state in which not only is the individual sound and whole, but
also where he or she can positively contribute to the world around them (WHO, 2018). Nursing
students are called to contribute to their community in a sacrificial way, and their mental health
is of utmost importance.
According to the American Psychological Association (APA) Dictionary of Psychology
(2020c), stress is “the physiological or psychological response to internal or external stressors…
[and] involves changes affecting nearly every system of the body, influencing how people act
and behave” (para. 1). Stress involves a whole mind and body response, and the human body
responds to innumerable stressors each day. Nursing students face different causes of stress in
combination with those already imposed on every human body each day.
Coping, as defined by the APA Dictionary of Psychology, is “the use of cognitive and
behavioral strategies to manage the demands of a situation when these are appraised as taxing or
exceeding one’s resources or to reduce the negative emotions and conflict caused by stress”
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(2020b, para. 1). Coping is an important aspect of achieving and maintaining mental health, and
nursing students often encounter situations where their skills and/or limitations are challenged.
Their ability to cope is crucial in being able to be an effective nurse and to respond appropriately
in stressful situations.
Resilience is defined as “the process of adapting well in the face of adversity, trauma,
tragedy, threats, or significant sources of stress—such as family and relationship problems,
serious health problems, or workplace and financial stressors” (APA, 2020a, para. 4). Some cite
resilience as an ability to “bounce back” after a negative experience (APA, 2020a). Resilience is
key in surviving everyday stressors, but it is even more essential in the life of those who work in
healthcare and those who are training to be healthcare professionals. Nursing students need to
understand resiliency and how they can cultivate it in their own lives and educational
experiences.
Literature Review
Stress Levels among Nursing Students
A comprehensive literature review was completed regarding background information for
this project, and overall themes gleaned from this review were that nursing students overall
struggle with rigorous academic requirements as well as diminished coping strategies. In a study
by Nebhinani, et al. (2017), 82% of students surveyed out of 221 participants were reported to
have a moderate level of stress as defined by the Student Nurse Stress Index, with 13% only
experiencing a mild level of stress, and the other 5% rated at a severe level. These students were
at a similar age group as the students in LUSON, with the mean age of participants being around
20 years old (Nebhinani et al., 2020). Sam and Lee (2020) completed a study determining stress
levels among nursing students, and their results explained an even more dire situation. Students
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were asked to rate their stress based on the Perceived Stress Scale (PSS), and 45.7% of these
individuals described themselves to have stress levels that were severe (Sam & Lee, 2020).
Excessively high stress levels exist among nursing students, and further intervention needs to be
made to decrease these students’ stress levels as much as possible.
Common Stressors
Numerous studies have been completed to ascertain the fact that stress is a common
thread among nursing students, and McEnroe-Petitte, et al. (2017) completed a literature review
describing different sources of stress among nursing students. Among a review of 13 studies, two
top stressors for these nursing students were identified throughout—taking tests, as well as
caring for ill patients (McEnroe-Petitte et al., 2017). In addition, nursing students have stress
regarding social relationships, and some concerns exist related to interpersonal relationships with
staff in the clinical setting (McEnroe-Petitte, et al., 2017). Student nurses are introduced into
unfamiliar environments with staff they do not know, and they are responsible for caring for
patients when all or most aspects of the environment may be completely new to them. These
aspects compounded with the heavy workloads and difficult examinations negatively contribute
to the overall stress of nursing students (McEnroe-Petitte, et al., 2017). Other stressors
experienced by nursing students historically include anxiety regarding patient perception of the
student nurse, diminished time for self-care, and concerns of how they are perceived by their
instructors (Nebhinani, et al., 2020). While the many of the stressors experienced by nursing
students are necessary to push them to succeed, all potential sources of stress should be
examined and recognized as the student moves forward into his/her education.
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Potential Coping Strategies
In addition, much research has been completed to understand the coping skills of nursing
students; as future healthcare practitioners, these students should be teaching their patients
positive coping strategies, and they should be able to integrate these principles into their own
lives. Nursing schools around the world have conducted their own research regarding coping
methods nursing students utilize on their own as well as if they benefit from coping education as
provided by the university they attend (Nebhinani, et al., 2020; Onan, et al., 2019). A study
completed by Onan, et al. (2019) enrolled nursing students in an elective lasting 2 hours each
week that would allow students to learn coping strategies. Students completed a pretest before
taking the class and a posttest once the class was completed to rank their respective levels of
stress, and the class was discovered to be beneficial in improving students’ capabilities to deal
with stress, even if the stress itself had not diminished (Onan et al., 2019). Conversely, in the
study completed by Nebhinani, et al. (2020), students were simply interviewed regarding current
methods of coping they used during nursing school. The majority of students in this study
reported that they utilized positive coping strategies, such as “positive reframing, acceptance,
[and] religion,” while very few students reverted to maladaptive strategies such as substance use
(Nebhinani, et al., 2020, p. 3). While nursing students are often able to create their own positive
coping strategies, intervention from the university which they attend would provide them with
more strategies and improve their overall well-being while attending school.
Resilience and Its Effects on Future Outcomes
Resilience has become a popular topic of discussion in today’s society, especially
surrounding the stressful circumstances surrounding the COVID-19 pandemic. Nurses and other
healthcare professionals are leaving the bedside and struggling with burnout, and the quality of
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resilience is possibly more important than it has ever been. However, resilience is something that
must be cultivated, and learning to bounce back in stressful situations like the ones commonly
experienced in healthcare must be taught during a student’s education. Unfortunately, nursing
schools around the country have been found to be profoundly lacking in training in this area;
Cochran, et al. (2020) goes so far as to say, “training in practices to build resilience and prevent
burnout is essentially absent from accredited nursing schools” (p. 1). The study revealed that
only 9% of nursing schools in the US included resilience training within their undergraduate
nursing curriculum, and of these few, seminars regarding resilience were more commonly held at
non-faith-based schools (Cochran et al., 2020). None of the schools attended by the study
participants screened students for burnout, and faith-based schools were no more likely to
provide specific education regarding resilience in nursing than that of non-faith-based schools,
despite the fact that these schools often teach a holistic model of care (Cochran, et al., 2020).
While often faith-based schools focus on the mental, spiritual, and physical wellbeing of the
patient, they were no more likely to promote these same aspects of health in their nursing
students (Cochran, et al., 2020).
Nursing students as a whole do not often consider themselves to have a high level of
resilience; only 1.5% of the participants in Sam and Lee’s (2020) study stated that they had high
resilience. Plowe (2020) states that nursing students need “reflective ability and social support”
in order to improve their resilience (p. 1). While successful briefing after a stressful clinical
experience can be useful, incorporating resilience training in all aspects of the nursing education
is the most important aspect to improving resilience among undergraduate nursing students
(Plowe, 2020). In addition, resilience equips the nursing student and future nurse to provide a
higher level of care, as well as to ward off the symptoms of burnout (Taylor et al., 2020).
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Education is the most important aspect of improving a student’s capability to be resilient, and
this education begins at the undergraduate nursing student level (Taylor, et al., 2020). Not only
can nurses who are resilient provide better care to their patients, they are able to make the
organization for which they work even better as a whole (Taylor, et al., 2020). No formula exists
for improving resilience among nursing students at this time, but increased education about
resilience is crucial to decreasing burnout and improving organizations overall (Plowe, 2020;
Taylor, et al., 2020).
Nursing Students’ Voices on Mental Health
Nursing students learn much about prioritizing and promoting the mental health of their
patients, but they also have a responsibility to protect their own mental health if they want to be
successful students and nurses in the future. In a study by Sodeify and Tabrizi (2020), four
common themes were discovered as it relates to nursing students and their mental health—
feeling of self-worth, religious beliefs, socio-economic factors, and behavioral factors. This
study was completed in Iran, which may speak to Iranian culture and the ways in which it differs
from university culture in the United States, but nursing students still can struggle with these
different aspects of their mental health (Sodeify & Tabrizi, 2020). Nursing students want to feel
as if they meet their instructors’ and peers’ expectations for them, and their self-worth is also
improved by a feeling of control, or autonomy (Sodeify & Tabrizi, 2020). Nursing students as
part of this study also felt as if their mental health was supported when they were able to attend
religious events and spent time studying religious doctrines—in this case, the Quran (Sodeify &
Tabrizi, 2020). Their mental health is preserved when they feel that they have financial support
and when they have time to spend on positive behaviors, such as physical exercise (Sodeify &
Tabrizi, 2020). Nursing students know what they want when it comes to feeling supported in
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their mental health, and it is important that universities do what they can to support their students
in the ways that they need.
Research Question
Because of the increasingly high demands placed on nursing students, their mental health
is constantly taxed while often not being prioritized. Nursing students often do not feel that they
have sufficient time to spend on other things besides school requirements. In addition, Liberty
University (LU) provides mental health resources for their students through one-on-one
counseling, group counseling, and mental health workshops, but nursing students do not feel that
they have time to take advantage of these resources, and many are simply unaware that they
exist. This study has been completed to assess two questions—how do Liberty University School
of Nursing (LUSON) students describe their mental health, and what can LUSON do to support
mental health among their students to promote resilience?
Method
A questionnaire was disseminated to LUSON students of sophomore, junior, and senior
level, and the study is considered a non-descriptive experimental survey (see Appendix A). A
total of 594 students currently attends LUSON, but the questionnaire only received 51 responses.
The questionnaire consisted of 18 questions, offering multiple choice as well as open ended
questions where students could more adequately share their thoughts. The first questions on the
questionnaire gathered demographic information, such as age, class status, gender, and ethnicity.
The following questions allowed students to discuss their own feelings about their mental health,
both positive and negative, and the final questions on the survey allowed for students to share
their thoughts with how LUSON could realistically improve their mental health. The
questionnaire offered a few options as well, including a seminar to be offered to nursing students
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regarding mental health, self-care curriculum to be integrated into each class, or an elective
providing self-care techniques for nursing students. The questionnaire allowed for a few ideas to
serve mental health so that nursing students had a few options to choose from, but open-ended
questions also allowed nursing students to discuss options they thought would be helpful for their
own mental health, in order to help them feel as if they have a voice.
Subjects
The subjects that participated in the survey were LUSON students sophomore through
senior level, and their ages ranged from 18 to >30 years old. Convenience sampling was utilized
in this study. Of those who responded, 35.3% of these were 18-20 years of age, 52.9% were ages
21-23, 7.8% were 24-26, and only 3.9% were 30 or greater (see Appendix B). The majority of
respondents were at the senior level at 49%, while 29.4% of respondents were juniors, and
21.6% were sophomores (Appendix C). In addition, 100% of the participants were female; no
male students participated in the survey (Appendix D). However, males only make up 47 of
LUSON’s 594 students (8% of the total student body), so less male interaction is to be expected
in the survey. Information regarding the ethnic identity of students was also gathered for
discussion purposes—92.2% of students responding were of white or Caucasian descent
(Appendix E).
Data Collection
An 18-question questionnaire was created by the primary researcher with multiple choice,
select all that apply, and open-ended questions for students to answer and discuss their mental
health. While many existing surveys were considered to see if they could fit the model and ideas
for this project, none of the surveys researched could provide specific questions regarding mental
health resources at LU (Cilar et al., 2020). The researcher and committee worked together to
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create a survey that could address the primary questions of the study while also incorporating
specific aspects of LU culture and available resources. In addition, during the researcher’s time
at LU, lack of awareness of the available mental health resources presented as a significant issue
among nursing students, and this survey was created to specifically understand if nursing
students truly know what is available to them. The survey was only available in an online format
via Google Forms, and participants’ identities were kept anonymous.
Procedures
The survey was disseminated via the BSN communicator page on Canvas, and students
received both an email and a Canvas notification regarding the survey. Dr. Kathryn Miller, the
Program Chair of LUSON approved the survey (see Appendix F) and shared the survey in an
announcement on October 24, 2021, and for a second time on November 17, 2021. The
announcement entailed a description of the study, as well as recruitment and consent information
(Appendices G and H), both of which forms were required to pass through the Institutional
Review Board (IRB) at LU (see approval email in Appendix I). The researcher completed
Collaborative Institutional Training Initiative (CITI) training as requirement of submitting to the
IRB (see Appendix J). Students could then scan a QR code provided to them on the
announcement, which provided a link to the survey on Google Forms. Upon taking the survey
students automatically gave their consent, and the first question ensured that all participants were
over the age of 18. All survey responses were kept anonymous; no identifying information was
gathered when each person submitted their survey, allowing them to share their thoughts freely
without concern of their identity being discovered. Responses were collected from October 24,
2021-November 20, 2021. Results were gathered and analyzed; quantitative data was analyzed
through charts and graphs provided by Google Forms. Qualitative data was analyzed by the
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researcher through discovering key terms in the participants’ responses. All responses were
considered utilizing a thematic analysis, and the information contributed to identifying key terms
among the responses to each question.
Results
Emotions Regarding Mental Health
After demographic information was collected at the beginning of the survey, students
began to answer questions more related to mental health and their coping strategies. Question #5
asked students to pick from a list of emotions regarding their mental health; options given were
“burnt out, exhausted, incompetent, discouraged, and anxious.” Forty-one respondents chose all
five of these options (80.4%). The emotion most commonly picked out of these five was
“exhausted,” and 49 out of 51 respondents chose that nursing school caused them to feel
exhausted at times (96.1%). The second most commonly chosen emotion was “anxious,” as
90.2% of students chose this word as one of their descriptors. However, following this question
an open-ended question was offered, asking students in paragraph form to provide other feelings,
positive or negative, not addressed by the five words given in the previous question. Students
had many things to say in regard to this question, and 50 out of 51 respondents provided an
answer. Some students only had a few more words to add to their previous answer, while others
had several paragraphs to share regarding their mental health as a result of nursing school.
Key words gleaned from an analysis of this open-ended question returned many common
results outside of the five descriptors given in question #5. One of the two most common key
words found throughout was that nursing students felt as if they were “never enough” or that
their performance in school was “insufficient.” Participant 17 said that she felt “defeated,
discouraged, [and as if she was] not ever doing enough,” and participant 49 cited that she felt as
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if her knowledge was insufficient, as she felt “not good enough or smart enough.” Eight total
respondents verbalized this emotion of feeling insufficient throughout nursing school. The other
most common key word discovered was “overwhelmed,” with eight respondents citing this
feeling as relating to their overall mental health. Participant 40, who is a senior, even went so far
as to say that she was not only overwhelmed but “tempted to quit the program and questioning if
it is really worth it.” Participant 43 did not utilize the word “overwhelmed” specifically, but she
states that she feels as if she is “using every spare moment to think about nursing.”
While the feelings of incompetence and overwhelm are the two most common among
respondents, another important and concerning keyword uncovered is that seven respondents
used the word "depressed/depression," with two participants stating that they began taking
antidepressants in junior year of nursing school as a result of stress on mental health that year.
Participant 23, a junior student, stated, “my mental health is down the drain… I cry all the time.”
Depressed feelings are a common thread among these nursing students, even if the majority of
them did not claim to have a clinical diagnosis of depression. Other keywords to note were
feelings of being “lonely/alone,” (4 responses), being “stressed”/having stress (6 responses) and
feeling “frustrated” (4 responses).
Unfortunately, out of 51 respondents, only three had positive and/or neutral things to say
about their mental health. Even these few responses did not provide many positive aspects
regarding mental health, as participant 30 said she felt as if her mental health was “pretty good
because I don’t cry a lot,” and participant 37 did not have any feelings to share regarding her
mental health because she felt as if it was pushed to the side on her priority list—her mental
health feels “irrelevant because there’s more to do.” Only one out of 51 respondents truly gave a
positive answer regarding mental health, saying that she felt as if it was “managed well.”
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Overall, nursing students who participated in the survey did not report positive feelings regarding
their mental health during school.
Mental Health Resources Utilized
The next section of the survey specifically focused on existing mental health resources at
LU, if students took advantage of them, and if students even knew if they were available.
Question #7 asked students what mental health resources they utilized at LU, if any, and students
could pick from the following options: one-on-one counseling, group counseling, mental health
workshops, and other. These options were chosen to include in the survey because they are
specifically the resources advertised and offered through Liberty University Counseling Services
(LU, 2022). Students also had the option to choose “not applicable” if they did not utilize any of
these services, and 70.6% of respondents do not utilize resources at LU, with an additional
13.7% citing “other” as their mental health resource of choice.
The students who chose “other” had an opportunity in the next question to explain their
answer. These students discussed other mental health resources that they utilize, and the primary
one was off-campus counseling (three out of eight respondents to this question cited this
resource). The other most common mental health “resource” discussed was that of social support
from friends and family (three out of eight respondents). However, another common theme
which does not fit into a category of a keyword was that of students saying that they had tried to
attend one-on-one counseling on Liberty’s campus but instead were turned away. Three students
expressed that though they had sought help, their mental health was not “bad enough” to qualify
them a spot in the limited appointment hours provided by Liberty University Counseling
Services.
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While students felt as if their mental health issues were not prioritized by LU Counseling
Services, they did report a high knowledge of the services available. Of the respondents for this
question, 90.2% of students reported that they knew that one-on-one counseling was available.
Group counseling and mental health workshops returned a much lower incidence of student
knowledge, with around 50% knowing about each of these resources. The existence of one-onone counseling is well understood overall by nursing students, but many of them were unaware
of other possible resources, such as group counseling and mental health workshops provided by
the counseling office.
Coping Mechanisms
Because the poor overall mental health of nursing students had been established, the
survey next sought to understand what types of coping mechanisms students utilize in order to
deal with stress and improve their mental health. Question #10 offered students to pick from a
list of coping mechanisms that they utilize to help aid their mental health in nursing school.
Students could choose from the following options: exercise, time with friends, adequate rest,
reading the Bible, Nurses Christian Fellowship, Liberty University Nursing Student Association
(LUNSA), and other. The most popular coping strategy out of these options was that of time with
friends. Social support was a common theme uncovered in the survey, and 88.2% cited time with
friends as a coping strategy that they utilized. In addition, 66.7% of respondents stated that
reading the Bible was a helpful coping strategy for them, and adequate rest was the third most
popular coping strategy, with 56.9% of students picking this option.
The option of choosing “other” as a coping strategy was also given as a possibility, and
the following question provided an opportunity for students to further explain their coping
strategies in more detail. 26 students responded in the “other” category, and they had helpful
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thoughts to share. Five of these 26 stated that they utilized family and friends to help them cope,
and nine other students shared that they utilized creative hobbies, such as cooking/baking or art
and journaling in order to cope. Three students cited spiritual methods of positive coping, saying
that they coped using prayer, Bible study, and church. Three students spoke of the importance of
being outdoors and engaging in nature for their mental health. However, not all the alternative
coping strategies provided were positive ones—many students reported that they did not have
good coping skills, with three students specifically stating that they used crying as a form of
coping. One of these students mentioned that in addition to crying she also utilized “isolating” as
one of her most commonly utilized coping strategies. A few answers provided for some humor—
one student named ice cream as her primary coping strategy, while another cited online shopping
as a coping mechanism.
Barriers to Mental Health Resources
Nursing students have shown that they do not have overall good mental health, and that
they do not take advantage of the resources available to them, even if they do have some positive
coping strategies to help. However, understanding the reasons why nursing students do not take
advantage of these resources is key to diminishing barriers preventing them from good overall
mental health. Question #12 provided a list of potential barriers nursing students may face that
prevent them from utilizing mental health resources to understand why nursing students do not
use mental health resources, even if they feel as if they need them. Options for students to choose
from were as follows: “time, location, family influences, peer pressure, money, [and/or] I don’t
need them.” The most common barrier among nursing students, unsurprisingly, is that of time,
with 88.2% of students citing it as preventing them from accessing mental health resources.
None of the other options were chosen as frequently as that of time. Of the respondents for this
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question, 37.3% of students stated that money was a barrier for them, and nine students stated
that they did not need mental health resources, even though only three reported positive mental
health at the beginning of the survey.
Students again had the option to choose “other” as a potential barrier and explain their
answer in the following question. Of 17 students who gave an in-depth answer for this question,
some key themes were discovered among their answers, and the largest was lack of knowledge
regarding these resources (five out of 17). Participant 30 says, “I didn’t know these resources
were available or how to access them,” and participant 7 stated that she was “not sure how to
find them.” Three students stated that they personally had had a bad experience with the
counseling office, and that they felt as if their problems were not well understood, with one
student stating that the LU counselors “don’t understand what nursing students are going
through.” One student stated that she “felt rejected when I reached out,” and another stated that
she attended and “it felt like a waste of time/not helpful.” One student as an answer to this
question first stated that she felt as if she did not need these resources, but then later in her
answer proceeded to say that she “would feel weak and exposed [if I went] and don’t have time”
if she did decide to attend these resources.
Potential Solutions
In order to glean the most helpful responses from nursing students, the next section of the
survey first offered an open-ended question to students regarding what they personally thought
would be helpful. Students could reply in paragraph or sentence format, and 47 students provided
answers to what they thought could potentially help their mental health situation throughout a
stressful four-year education. Grace/mercy was the most common suggestion given among
students, as 11 out of 47 students replied some form of desiring more grace and mercy in the
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program to understand everything that students have going on from day to day. Students want
grace, not simply on deadlines and late work, but also encouragement from faculty and staff.
Seven students reported that increased awareness was likely a solution to improving mental
health overall—they felt as if mental health needed to be addressed more and resources should
be more openly shared during class. One student specifically highlighted that learning how to
maintain mental health as a healthcare professional should be taught.
Awareness and grace/mercy were the top two keywords uncovered in this question, but
students had more ideas to provide. Six students requested more self-care days and/or check-ins
to be provided from LUSON faculty and staff. While this option may not be feasible for LUSON
to implement, one student suggested that these destress days happen biweekly or monthly as
possible. Four students specifically suggested that Sunday clinicals be removed from the
program or at least made less frequent, as Sunday clinicals prevented their participation in
church activities, and students need these activities to help them care for their mental health.
Four students spoke of wanting a therapist/counselor who is especially dedicated to the School of
Nursing, and that it would be even more beneficial to students if it was someone who understood
nursing school and the struggles these students face.
Improved communication on deadlines, upcoming assignments, clinical dates, etc. was
also a common thread among respondents—students want to have advance notice regarding
these events, and they want to have streamlined communication about what is due and when.
With many different schedule changes occurring as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, students
also state that they want to know when a change will occur as early as possible (even though
knowing ahead of time is not always possible). One interesting thought provided by two students
was that of having alumni/current nurses available to students to provide support and information
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about what to expect as students graduate. Nursing students also want to feel loved and cared for
by their faculty and as if they can talk to them; they desire connection and the ability to get to
know their faculty in a smaller setting than most nursing classes provide.
The study then asked students about their feelings regarding four possible solutions that
the researcher provided. The first was offering a portion of a currently existing nursing class that
specifically focused on self-care, and 72.5% of students reported that that type of intervention
would be helpful to them. The second option was incorporating self-care into every class, and
this idea returned even less support with only 66.7% of students responding positively. Thirdly,
the survey asked students if they would take part in an elective that offered resilience training
and coping mechanisms, and 78.4% of students agreed that they would take part in this elective
should it be offered. The final option the researcher gave to study participants was that of a 2hour seminar for nursing students regarding resilience training and coping skills to be offered
once per semester. This option received the most support with 80.4% of students responding
positively. While the students liked some of the ideas provided in the survey by the researcher,
they seemed much more interested in sharing their own ideas for improving mental health.
Discussion
Emotions Regarding Mental Health
Learning how to care for patients is the primary role of the nursing student, and this
education includes learning to care for their mental health. However, the nursing students
surveyed in this study were more than open about their struggles with their own mental health
and caring for it. Though nursing students are so focused on their education and learning how to
be nurses and care for others, it is important that nursing students learn to advocate for
themselves. Nursing students need to understand that they are not immune from the same
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stresses and mental health concerns as those whom they care for each day in the hospital; when
their mental health is struggling, it needs to be addressed. In addition, this survey was meant to
be a method of advocacy, that nursing students could anonymously share as much or as little as
they preferred regarding their mental health, which is cathartic and may improve mental health in
itself. This survey identified a great need among those in nursing school, specifically at LU, to
further advocate for their own mental health.
One of the most rewarding realizations gleaned from this study was that nursing students,
though they report feeling alone and isolated in these difficulties, they are truly not alone—
nearly everyone who replied to the survey admitted to also struggling in their mental health from
time to time. Not only do nursing students need to be more forgiving towards themselves when
they are struggling, but they should also strive to be more open with trusted peers regarding their
difficulties, because it is likely their peers are struggling with the same thing. Bearing each
other’s burdens in Godly community should be important for nursing students, and it is
important to God, as it is written in Ecclesiastes 4:9-10, 12:
Two are better than one, because they have a good return for their labor: If either of them
falls down, one can help the other up… Though one may be overpowered, two can
defend themselves. A cord of three strands is not quickly broken. (New International
Bible, 1973)
Nursing students at LU need to learn to partner together, to be honest about emotions and
struggles that they are having and work together to overcome these difficulties because there is
incredible power in simply knowing that a person is not alone. The fact that nursing students
have poor overall mental health is not a surprising finding, considering the difficulty of the
program and the extra responsibility involved in caring for seriously ill patients. However, it is
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important to know what to do with this information—not to simply wallow in their struggles and
problems, but for students to join together in Christian community and to work together, letting
each person know that he is not alone.
Mental Health Resources Utilized
This study was completed in part to understand the resources that LU students use, and to
ascertain awareness of mental health resources on Liberty’s campus. While it appeared that a
majority of students at least knew that some method of mental health counseling existed on
Liberty’s campus, several students reported minimal knowledge regarding how to be connected,
and many had concerns regarding their personal experiences or the experiences of others who
had attended Liberty’s counseling office. LU Counseling Services seeks to help students who are
struggling in their mental health, and they have many wonderful, qualified therapists/counselors
that consistently strive to help students in every way they can. However, this system is not
perfect—the counseling office simply cannot handle the high volume of students who need their
services, so many nursing students report utilizing off campus counseling offices since Liberty is
unable to accommodate them. LU Counseling Services must triage patients and determine who is
of highest need to attend their counseling sessions, simply because of the large volume they see
every day. While from a student’s perspective, he may feel as if his concerns are not “major”
enough to warrant a spot in Liberty’s very full counseling office, but in reality, the counseling
office is doing the best they can with the staff and resources they currently have. To effect a
change in LU Counseling Services simply with the results of this survey is not feasible, nor was
it the purpose of this study, as it would require increased funds in the overall LU school budget,
as well as hiring dozens more staff to fully meet students’ needs.
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Coping Mechanisms
LU nursing students are trained to understand positive coping strategies and to teach
them to their patients, as the first lesson a nursing student learns is that a body in stress requires
intervention in order to restore health and wholeness and to promote healing. However, from the
results of this study, nursing students do not always practice what they preach when it comes to
their coping mechanisms to ward off stress. Again, the importance of social support from friends,
family, and other peers proves to be one of the most important interventions for coping with the
immense stress levels nursing school so often causes in students. This study sought to bring
awareness to positive coping skills nursing students utilize so that those reading the results of the
study could learn positive coping skills for themselves. An interesting finding to note is that,
while all LU nursing students may not be of the Christian faith, only two thirds of students
reported that they utilized any type of spiritual support in coping with mental health issues.
While many Liberty students may proclaim to be Christians, do they seek the Lord first when
difficult or stressful times come? According to this survey, they may not be doing as good a job
of it as they believe.
In addition, understanding negative coping skills that students use is equally as important;
no one can respond perfectly to stressful situations, so it is normal to have some poor coping
skills. This aspect of the study normalized the fact that many nursing students do have negative
coping skills, but understanding this fact is also important to bring self-awareness and to gain
awareness for future generations, that they would not also adopt these coping mechanisms. Many
times, a student may be unaware that he is engaging in a poor coping mechanism until he is
asked, as students were asked in this survey. The students who reported negative coping skills
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hopefully gained improved self-awareness and will have increased motivation to adopt healthier
coping skills after seeing the examples of their colleagues as a result of this study.
Barriers to Mental Health Resources
At the end of their education, nursing students take a class focusing on community
nursing and how nurses can be advocates for their communities and break down barriers that can
hinder care. Understanding the barriers that face nursing students’ care of their mental health
should be important to these students as well, and this study sought to identify some of those
barriers. Time remains the biggest factor in why nursing students do not seek help for mental
health concerns—they are required to juggle a hefty class load, full of assignments, exams, group
projects, and more, while also maintaining a clinical schedule in which they complete 12 hour
shifts with often minimal hours of sleep in between. Time management is crucial to succeed as a
nursing student, and it can also serve to make more time for things that are important to him.
While time is certainly a factor in providing good self-care and monitoring one’s mental
health, it is not feasible to have fewer assignments, tests, clinicals, etc. because each of these
things seeks to add to the nursing student’s education and student experience to make him a
better nurse after graduation. This issue of insufficient time during nursing school is unable to be
helped for the most part, but perhaps the largest unspoken barrier regarding caring for one’s
mental health in nursing school is that of priorities—people make time for things that are
important to them. It may be difficult in a nursing student’s busy schedule to fit in one more
thing, but perhaps rearranging order of priorities would allow them greater time to focus on their
mental health. While an issue with priorities is certainly not the case for all nursing students who
choose not to receive mental health care, examining one’s own priorities is important before
placing blame on an institution that they require too much of the student.
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Possible Solutions
Students were more than happy to be vocal regarding their mental health concerns; there
was no shortage of descriptive words utilized in the open-ended question asking students to state
their feelings about their mental health. However, when it came time to present possible
solutions to the problem of their poor mental health, some students had no ideas or limited ideas.
While some students took responsibility for their mental health and how to positively fix it,
others seemed to primarily focus on what they believed to be shortcomings in the structure,
functioning, and faculty of LUSON. While there is certainly work to be done in LUSON’s
structure and curriculum, as it is far from perfect (nor would any of the faculty claim that it is),
LUSON strives to create competent, hard-working nurses, and every aspect of their curriculum is
aimed with that goal in mind. While students requested increased grace and mercy for their
shortcomings when it comes to assignments, clinicals, deadlines, etc., students must also extend
that same grace to the faculty that works so tirelessly to serve them. However, it is important to
note that neither the nursing student nor LUSON should be viewed as the enemy—the nursing
student should seek to work together with the faculty and administration of LUSON to make the
program better and to advocate for his own mental health in whatever way he can. LUSON
cannot feasibly cut down on the assignments or loosen deadlines for assignments, as these
decisions are made months in advance and require input of several faculty, and these
assignments are in place to improve the nursing student’s education and overall performance
after graduation.
Of the solutions given by the researcher, the seminar regarding coping skills received the
most positive responses, and this seminar may be a feasible option for LUSON to adopt in the
future. However, it would require someone to lead the seminar, and it would also take more time
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out of nursing students’ already busy schedules. While nursing students may say that they would
like to take advantage of a resilience training, perhaps the same number of students that
responded positively may not end up attending the seminar due to time constraints (needing to
study for a test, attending a night shift clinical, etc.). In addition, the idea of incorporating selfcare into every nursing class or creating a new nursing elective regarding coping strategies is not
likely a feasible one either; LUSON curriculum changes take several years to come into effect,
and LUSON is required to meet certain standards set for by state and national Boards of Nursing
in order to allow their students to graduate and sit for the NCLEX. Adding more material into
already hefty classes or even adding another class into a busy schedule are likely not feasible and
would not work realistically. While certainly intervention should be taken to improve these
students’ mental health, it is likely that there is no one answer for fixing this issue—an important
option offered by nursing students was simply that of increased awareness. Nursing students and
faculty alike should speak more openly regarding this common issue and improving
understanding of it may prove most helpful to students’ mental health even more than a seminar
or a class ever could.
Limitations and Future Research
Many limitations exist regarding this study; the sample size in the study was extremely
small—only 51 participants. Unfortunately, the sample size was neither large nor diverse, as no
male students participated in the survey. In addition, the majority of respondents were Caucasian,
which did not allow for much cultural and ethnic consideration as it has to do with mental health,
as many cultures have differing views on mental health and how to care for it. The survey itself
was created by the researcher, and while it passed through rigorous IRB reviews, the survey may
have been misleading in some aspects or not well understood. The beginning of the survey asked
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students to describe their feelings about mental health, and the only emotions provided were
negative ones, which may have led students to believe that they were supposed to provide
negative answers regarding their mental health. The survey was also only available for a short
time, and many students who would have wanted to participate likely were unaware of it, as it
was not advertised in many places (other than the BSN Communicator Page).
As previously stated, some limitations of this study arise from the fact that the researcher
cannot effect change in major departments, such as LUSON and LU Counseling Services. While
changes may need to happen in these departments, as it relates to their priorities and budgets, it is
not feasible for the researcher to effect change at the university level. Budgets and priorities as
laid out by each department take several years to be developed, and even if a change were to
happen this year, students would likely not see the benefits of this change for several years to
come, as it takes time to put these practices into action. In addition, the researcher cannot
examine all possible points of view and understand the interests of every party involved—this
survey only sought to bring awareness to a common issue among nursing students and seek to
find a solution. Future research could be completed in targeting the men that did not respond in
this survey and seek to understand their mental health issues in nursing school, or if men even
want to talk about their mental health. Further research could focus on negative stigma
surrounding talking about mental health concerns, especially for men. In addition, further
research could be done regarding other possible solutions that could be proposed that nursing
students believe would be helpful in caring for their mental health.
Conclusion
Liberty University trains an elite force of nurses who are focused on holistic care of the
patient, and these students strive to care for the patient as an individual who is created in the
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image of God. They are educated in many types of nursing, and they learn to care for their
patients’ physical, emotional, spiritual, and mental needs as well. Nursing students need to learn
to care for their own mental health as well in order to be more effective nurses who can provide a
higher quality of care. Learning to care for their mental health first begins with understanding
that each nursing student is not alone in this battle; they should learn to utilize each other and
work as a team because many of them are struggling with the same things. In addition, it is
important to understand that the administration at LU and specifically in LUSON has these
students’ best interests at heart and simply seeks to form them into a high-quality nurse
providing high quality care. Nursing students need to learn to pay special attention to their own
needs and how to care for themselves before caring for their patients because without caring for
themselves, they cannot provide the quality of care that each patient deserves. There is no
formula for fixing this complex issue among nursing students as it relates to their mental health,
and there is no one answer that was specifically uncovered in this study. However, nursing
students and faculty alike are encouraged to work together, to “carry each other’s burdens,” as
Paul writes in Galatians 6:2, and only then can the students and faculty become one to most
effectively achieve their goal of becoming a Champion for Christ (New International Bible,
1973).
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Appendix A
Mental Health Survey
1. What is your age?
a. 18-20
b. 21-23
c. 24-26
d. 27-29
e. 30 or >30

2. What is your class status in LUSON? (The level you are currently enrolled in, not your
status by credit.)
a. Sophomore
b. Junior
c. Senior
3. What is your gender?
a. Male
b. Female
4. What is your ethnicity?
a. White or Caucasian
b. Black or African American
c. Hispanic or Latino
d. Asian or Asian American
e. American Indian or Alaska Native
f. Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander

IMPROVING MENTAL HEALTH

35

g. Another race
5. Do you ever experience any of these feelings as a result of nursing school? (Select all that
apply)
a. Burnt out
b. Exhausted
c. Incompetent
d. Discouraged
e. Anxious
6. Please describe other feelings you have about your mental health in nursing school.
7. Do you utilize any of these resources available to you at LU through Student Counseling
Services? (Select all that apply)
a. One-on-one counseling
b. Group counseling
c. Mental health workshops
d. Other (please specify)
8. Which of these resources did you know were available to you before taking this survey?
(Select all that apply)
a. One-on-one counseling
b. Group counseling
c. Mental health workshops
9. What other methods do you utilize to cope with stress in nursing school? (Select all that
apply)
a. Exercise
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b. Time with friends
c. Adequate rest
d. Reading the Bible
e. Nurses Christian Fellowship
f. Liberty University Nursing Student Association
g. Other (please specify)
10. What barriers are preventing you from taking advantage of mental health resources
available to you? (Select all that apply)
a. Time
b. Location
c. Family influences
d. Peer pressure
e. Money
f. I don’t need them
g. Other (please specify)
11. What would be helpful to improving mental health in nursing school that LU can
realistically provide? (Please note, examples such as "requiring less homework" are not
realistic.)
12. Would a class/a portion of a currently existing NURS class focusing on self-care and
mental health be helpful to you?
a. Yes
b. No
13. Should every class have a portion of the curriculum focused on self-care?
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a. Yes
b. No
14. Would you take advantage of an elective offering resilience training and coping for
nursing students/nurses?
a. Yes
b. No
15. Would you participate in a resilience training and coping skills seminar (lasting 2 hours)
for nursing students once per semester?
a. Yes
b. No
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Ages of Participants
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Class Status of Participants
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Appendix D
Gender of Participants
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43

IMPROVING MENTAL HEALTH
Appendix G
Recruitment Email
Dear LUSON students:

As a student in the School of Nursing at Liberty University, I am conducting research as part of
the requirements of the Honors Program. The purpose of my research is to discover the types of
mental health resources current LUSON students use to cope with the stresses of nursing school,
and to discover what resources they would like to see utilized in the future. Nursing school is an
extremely stressful time for many students, and many of us struggle with difficulties in our
mental health as a result of the demands placed on us in nursing school. The results from this
study will seek to help future nursing students and provide them the mental health support that
they need to improve resilience in nursing school to help them thrive and to decrease burnout
while in school, as well as after graduating. Because of the great need for increased mental health
resources in LUSON, I am writing to invite eligible participants to join my study.
Participants must be 18 years of age or older and a current undergraduate student in the Liberty
University School of Nursing at the sophomore, junior, or senior level. Participants, if willing,
will be asked to complete a 15–20-minute online survey discussing mental health resources at
LU. Participant responses will be kept anonymous.
To participate, please scan the below QR code:

A consent document is provided below. The consent document contains additional information
about my research. After you have read the consent form, please scan the QR code to proceed to
the survey. Doing so will indicate that you have read the consent information and would like to
take part in the survey.
Sincerely,
Hannah Hilliard
Senior Nursing Student
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Appendix H
Consent Form

Title of the Project: Improving Mental Health Among Undergraduate Nursing Students:
Increasing Resilience in Nursing School
Principal Investigator: Hannah Hilliard, senior nursing student, Liberty University School of
Nursing (LUSON)
Invitation to be Part of a Research Study
You are invited to participate in a research study. To participate, you must be 18 years of age or
older and a current undergraduate student of LUSON (class status sophomore-senior). Taking
part in this research project is voluntary.
Please take time to read this entire form and ask questions before deciding whether to take part in
this research.
What is the study about and why is it being done?
The purpose of the study is to discover what mental health resources current LUSON students
take advantage of, and to gather information regarding resources they would like to see in the
future. Nursing students struggle with a different set of obstacles than the average undergraduate
college student, and they need extra support as they go through their schooling. This survey will
seek to understand what nursing students use to help them cope, and how LUSON can better
support their students in the future.
What will happen if you take part in this study?
If you agree to be in this study, I will ask you to do the following things:
1. Take an anonymous online survey lasting 15-20 minutes.
How could you or others benefit from this study?
Participants should not expect to receive a direct benefit by participating in this study. However,
future nursing students may benefit from improved mental health resources for nursing students
at Liberty University should any changes be implemented as a result of this study.
What risks might you experience from being in this study?
The risks involved in this study are minimal, which means they are equal to the risks you would
encounter in everyday life.
How will personal information be protected?
The records of this study will be kept private. Research records will be stored securely, and only
the researcher will have access to the records. collected from you may be shared for use in future
research studies or with other researchers. If data collected from you is shared, any information
that could identify you, if applicable, will be removed before the data is shared.
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Participants’ responses will be anonymous.
Data will be stored on a password-locked computer and may be used in future
presentations. After three years, all electronic records will be deleted.

How will you be compensated for being part of the study?
Participants will not be compensated for participating in this study.
Is study participation voluntary?
Participation in this study is voluntary. Your decision whether or not to participate will not affect
your current or future relations with Liberty University. If you decide to participate, you are free
to not answer any question or withdraw at any time prior to submitting the survey without
affecting those relationships.
What should you do if you decide to withdraw from the study?
If you choose to withdraw from the study, please exit the survey and close your internet browser.
Your responses will not be recorded or included in the study.
Whom do you contact if you have questions or concerns about the study?
The researcher conducting this study is Hannah Hilliard. You may ask any questions you have
now. If you have questions later, you are encouraged to contact her.You may also contact the
researcher’s faculty sponsor, Dr. Tamra Rasberry.
Whom do you contact if you have questions about your rights as a research participant?
If you have any questions or concerns regarding this study and would like to talk to someone
other than the researcher[s], you are encouraged to contact the Institutional Review Board,
1971 University Blvd., Green Hall Ste. 2845, Lynchburg, VA 24515, or email at
irb@liberty.edu.
Disclaimer: The Institutional Review Board (IRB) is tasked with ensuring that human subjects
research will be conducted in an ethical manner as defined and required by federal regulations.
The topics covered and viewpoints expressed or alluded to by student and faculty researchers
are those of the researchers and do not necessarily reflect the official policies or positions of
Liberty University.
Your Consent
Before agreeing to be part of the research, please be sure that you understand what the study is
about. If you have any questions about the study later, you can contact the researcher using the
information provided above.
I have read and understood the above information. I have asked questions and have received
answers. By continuing to the survey, I consent to participate in the study.
Appendix I
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Institutional Review Board Approval Email

October 7, 2021
Hannah Hilliard
Tamra Rasberry
Re: IRB Exemption - IRB-FY20-21-945 Improving Mental Health Among Undergraduate
Nursing Students: Increasing Resilience in Nursing School
Dear Hannah Hilliard, Tamra Rasberry,
The Liberty University Institutional Review Board (IRB) has reviewed your application in
accordance with the Office for Human Research Protections (OHRP) and Food and
Drug Administration (FDA) regulations and finds your study to be exempt from further
IRB review. This means you may begin your research with the data safeguarding
methods mentioned in your approved application, and no further IRB oversight is
required.
Your study falls under the following exemption category, which identifies specific
situations in which human participants research is exempt from the policy set forth in 45
CFR 46:104(d):
Category 2.(i). Research that only includes interactions involving educational tests
(cognitive, diagnostic, aptitude, achievement), survey procedures, interview procedures,
or observation of public behavior (including visual or auditory recording).
The information obtained is recorded by the investigator in such a manner that the
identity of the human subjects cannot readily be ascertained, directly or through
identifiers linked to the subjects.
Your stamped consent form(s) and final versions of your study documents can be
found under the Attachments tab within the Submission Details section of your
study on Cayuse IRB. Your stamped consent form(s) should be copied and used to
gain the consent of your research participants. If you plan to provide your consent
information electronically, the contents of the attached consent document(s) should be
made available without alteration.
Please note that this exemption only applies to your current research application, and
any modifications to your protocol must be reported to the Liberty University IRB for
verification of continued exemption status. You may report these changes by completing
a modification submission through your Cayuse IRB account.

IMPROVING MENTAL HEALTH

47

If you have any questions about this exemption or need assistance in determining
whether possible modifications to your protocol would change your exemption status,
please email us at irb@liberty.edu.
Sincerely,
G. Michele Baker, MA, CIP
Administrative Chair of Institutional Research
Research Ethics Office
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Collaborative Institutional Training Initiative (CITI) Certificates
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